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CHAPTER

5

THE TYPE OF THE TRICONCH BASILICA

Defined by its configuration of three apses or exedrae on
two perpendicular axes (in plan resembling a shamrock),
the triconch was a familiar form in all spheres of late antique
architecture: funerary, residential, recreational, and public
(fig. 5.1). 1 This is not true of the triconch basilica, which
was unusual, especially in the fifth century. Unlike the stan
dard Christian basilica with a single apse at the end of the
nave, the triconch basilica conjoined what were effectively
two buildings, the basilican hall and the trefoil (see fig. 17).
Rather than a simple visual termination of the nave, the
triconch was a space apart, with its own formal and struc
tural integrity and conceivably its own function. The reason
for combining these independent forms and the meaning
of the resulting architectural type have been debated for
more than a century. The Sohag churches have always been
prominent in this debate because the White Monastery
church, dated 447-449, is one of the oldest known exam
ples; according to some, it is the oldest example of a triconch
basilica extant. 2 Its reproduction in the "little congregation
to the north" must have signaled the affiliation of the Red
Monastery with the White one, but that is only one of the
potential associations of this distinctive and fertile design. 3

5 .1

The triconch sanctuary.

Origins: The Debates of the Twentieth Century
The triconch basilica featured in one of the formative dis
putes of art history, the "Orient oder Rom" controversy
generated at the beginning of the last century by Josef
Strzygowski. 4 Seeking Eastern rather than Roman sources
of the art of western Europe, Strzygowski first traced the
triconch basilica type to Alexandria, but with the publi
cation of Bruno Schulz's analysis of the unfinished palace
called Mshatta (in Jordan), he thought he had found proof
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that the fountainhead of medieval decorative art and archi
tecture was Mesopotamia (fig. 5.2). 5 Strzygowski dated the
palace to some time in the fourth through sixth centuries,
traced its triconch-basilican throne room to the palace of
Solomon, and identified the first Christian use of the form in
Constantine's basilica at Bethlehem. Opponents of his thesis
argued for an origin of the Christian triconch in the realm of
Greco-Roman architecture or in Constantinople.6 The argu
ments on both sides have been superseded by later discover
ies. They were based on rudimentary archaeological study of
the sites involved and failed consistently to distinguish the
problem of the triconch from that of the triconch basilica.
Ugo Monneret de Villard (1881-1954) sought to put
the discussion on a sounder footing.7 He identified a group
of five "true basilicas with a nave and aisles and a trefoil
sanctuary": the Basilica of Saint Shenoute and the "nearly
contemporary" church of the Red Monastery; the church at
Dendera of the end of the fifth century; the Church of Saint
Theodosios (Dayr Dosi) outside Jerusalem, circa 460-543;
and the palace of Mshatta, ascribed to the sixth century. 8
He concluded that this "Egypto-Palestinian" combination
of longitudinal hall and triconch originated in the palace
architecture of late antique Syria, and that the architect
of both Sohag monasteries may have been Syrian.9 Only
a few years later, K. A. C. Creswell published the conclu
sive arguments for an eighth-century (Umayyad) date for
Mshatta, and he subsequently proposed that the influence
had run the other way, from Christian Egypt to Muslim
Syria. 1° Creswell counted five basilicas with triconch end
ings dating to before the hall at Mshatta: the church built
by Paulinus near the tomb of Saint Felix outside Nola,
northeast of Naples, around 400; the two basilicas at Sohag;
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5.7
Triconch basilica, Betika, Croatia,
fifth century, plan, showing (A)
the triconch (phase 1), (B) the

adrution of the nave and aisles

(phase 2), and (C) apses (ninth

century). After Marusic and Sasel
1986, fig. 2.
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the narthex, and it had two aisles.s3 The lateral apses of the
triconch were tangent to the end walls of the aisles, and,
unlike Paulinus's conchulae, they were larger than the cen
tral apse.s4 Megaw supposed that all three apses were cov
ered by semidomes and posited a pyramidal wooden roof
over the central space.5s The triconch was barred from the
nave by a chancel, and traces of a solea were found in front
of it. Remains of steps indicated that the pavement in the
center of the triconch was higher than that in the nave, and
the pavement of the axial apse was higher still. The basil
ica was richly decorated with marble columns and paving,
marble and mother-of-pearl wall revetments, and figural
mosaics.56 A coin or coins found at the bottom of the foun
dation trench at the juncture of the north colonnade and
the north apse of the triconch established a terminus post
quern of circa 400 for the construction. Megaw argued for
a date close to that of Paulinus's basilica, "early, rather than
late, in the fifth centuri's7
The Knossos basilica stood in an ancient ceme
tery amid a small cluster of recent Christian tombs, none
of which seems to have been "special"; it was a funerary

41

basilica, not a martyrium.58 Megaw supposed that it might
have been the gift of a single wealthy donor. 59 He com
pared its design to that of the so-called Kruse Basilica at
Chersonesos in Crimea-also mentioned by Monneret de
Villard-which seemed to him to have a similar "experimen
tal" quality, in contrast to the "fully integrated trefoil sanctu
aries'' at Sohag.60 More recent study of the Kruse Basilica has
placed its construction in the years around 500, however, so
it will not be considered here.61
The triconch basilichetta at Iulia Concordia and the
basilica at Betika in modern Croatia, not far from Pula, were
both in the sphere of Aquileia and have similar histories.
Both are composites of two phases. At Betika the phases
were dated by the excavator to the early and mid-fifth cen
tury on the basis of the style of their mosaic pavements.62
The triconch was built first, perhaps by the lay donors
Felicianus and Ingenua, whose inscription appears in the
pavement in front of the southern apse (fig. 5.7, A).63 An altar
stood in the center of the triconch over a large sunken tomb,
which is taken to be the repository of the "blessed saints"
mentioned in the donors' inscription and an indication that
the triconch was built as a martyrium.64 The structure was
soon enlarged (presumably in response to the success of
the cult) by the addition of a nave and aisles, the outer walls
of which continued around the triconch to envelop it with
an irregularly shaped space (fig. 5.7, B).65 The new building
was close to the size of Paulinus's basilica, but it had only
seven columns on each side of the nave.66 The excavator sug
gested that the nave might have been unroofed.67 Its mosaic
pavement was donated by multiple benefactors, including a
presbyter named Dalmatius and at least two lay families.68
At Iulia Concordia (Veneto) the triconch likewise had
a sunken repository for relics in the center surmounted by
an altar (fig. 5.8).69 Its east apse, which protruded into a pre
existing cemetery, was larger than the others and its external
wall was semi-octagonal (rather than semi-hexagonal as on
the south); it also contained a masonry clergy bench and a
raised cathedra, believed by some to be later additions.70 A
marble slab in the pavement of the south apse could mark
the site of a sarcophagus, while a door in the north apse
communicated with an adjacent rectangular basilica, built
at roughly the same time as the triconch.71 Subsequently
the triconch was extended by a nave and two aisles. The
extension is relatively small, 18.1 by 8.9 meters (59-4 by 29.2
feet), with colonnades of only four columns, each ending
in L-shaped piers.72 Italo Furlan's suggestion that the nave
was unroofed may have influenced the similar proposal
for Betika, but few others have accepted it.73 In a western
"outer narthex" excavators found a sarcophagus inscribed

